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We recently completed a systematic scoping review on
return to work after hand injury which has been ac-
cepted for publication in the Journal of Hand Therapy
[1]. We searched four large databases (PubMed, Ebsco-
Host, Scopus, and Scielo), by applying appropriate Bool-
ean operators and a broad list of search terms [2, 3].
Our review aimed to comprehensively identify the
current body of research evidence for factors associated
with successful work-related transitions following any
type of hand injury. From 259 potentially relevant arti-
cles, we included 38 primary studies. We excluded sys-
tematic reviews, as our intention was to establish a
comprehensive body of primary evidence. We cross-
checked the primary studies in the excluded systematic
reviews against our included primary studies and in-
cluded relevant primary studies that we had not already
identified in our search. We also hand searched the ref-
erence lists of the included primary studies for other
relevant articles.
Our experience of identifying relevant articles for the
scoping review proved to be time-consuming and frus-
trating. We identified almost as many appropriate arti-
cles through handsearching, as we did from the database
searches themselves. For instance, 10 relevant primary
articles were identified from the reference lists of the ex-
cluded systematic reviews, that we had not already found
in our primary searches. Given these challenges, we can-
not say with certainty that we located all relevant articles
in our area of interest.
After completing the review, we attempted to under-
stand why we had had this experience. As the construc-
tion of a comprehensive search strategy is integral to the
efficient completion of a comprehensive systematic re-
view [2, 3], the only explanation we could provide was
that the keywords we used in our search strategy must
have been deficient. We thus collated the keywords from
the included papers and determined the frequency with
which they had been reported. We identified not only a
lesson for unwary reviewers in the area of return to work
after hand injury, but also an opportunity for researchers
in this area to improve the way their research might
contribute to the body of scientific evidence.
There was little commonality in the keywords, even
when papers described the same condition. From the 38
included papers, we identified 135 unique keywords with
the most frequent being “work” (used 38 times in 24 pa-
pers), “hand” (used 23 times in 17 papers), “return” (used
16 times in 15 papers), and “disability” (used 12 times in
11 papers). We described these keywords diagrammatic-
ally (Fig. 1) to show the range and frequency of words
used, their variability, and potential relevance to local
contexts only (note the use of a country-specific acro-
nym, WSIB (Workplace Safety and Insurance Board)).
Five articles provided no keywords at all.
Our findings highlight opportunities for researchers in
hand rehabilitation to collaborate and develop an agreed
list of common keywords, that will ensure inclusion of
their research in future systematic reviews. Hand re-
habilitation, and return to employment, is integral to
health [4, 5] and quality of life [6, 7]. A comprehensive
defensible body of evidence is essential to ensure that
people with hand injuries are rehabilitated in the best
possible manner.
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